Plasma ACTH and cortisol concentrations before and after dexamethasone.
Alteration in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis occurs in up to 50% of depressed patients and is demonstrated by the failure to suppress cortisol concentrations after dexamethasone administration. Evidence suggesting that these cortisol abnormalities reflect hypothalamic-pituitary dysfunction has been inconsistent. We administered the dexamethasone suppression test to 28 psychiatric inpatients, including 17 cortisol suppressors and 11 nonsuppressors. Adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) concentrations at 8 a.m. pre- and postdexamethasone were significantly greater in cortisol nonsuppressors than in suppressors. Our data support the hypothesis that pituitary ACTH secretion is altered in depressed patients who have HPA axis abnormalities demonstrated by plasma cortisol measurements.